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instrument than women in the control group. This was particularly true for women who experienced high stress immediately after the death of their spouse. Over the two years of the randomized trial, most women recovered with or without help; however, those receiving the intervention recovered more quickly (Vachon et al., 1980).
The Widow-to-Widow program focused almost exclusively on widowed women. Presumably, such a mutual support program could also be useful for widowed men. Randomized trials of this form of support would provide information about the range of impact of the program and about subgroups at higher risk who could be more likely to benefit from the intervention, but few have been conducted.
The Widow-to-Widow program model seems already to have been widely disseminated through such organizations as the American Association of Retired Persons (AARP). Careful trials to assess which program models would be particularly well suited for dissemination, which individuals would be most likely to benefit, and whether depressive disorders are prevented would be important next steps in the development of these programs.
Evidence from a Quasi-Experimental Study: Mutual-Help Groups for Widowed Persons
THEOS, a national network of self-help groups that aid widowed persons, was the vehicle used to reach widows and widowers in a preventive program addressing issues of bereavement (Lieberman and Videka-Sherman, 1986). The research design, which was complex but quasi-experimental, compared participants in the mutual-help program (experimental group) to a probability sample of widowed persons in a longitudinal data set (comparison group). The experimental group showed improved mental health status over a one-year period, whereas the control group showed deterioration on all mental health measures except depression.
In addition, experimental group members who made strong social linkages in THEOS showed more positive changes on six of the eight mental health measures (depression, anxiety, somatic symptoms, well-being, self-esteem, and mastery) than those who attended meetings but did not develop other social linkages within THEOS.
These results were checked by examining whether high-participation experimental group members were different in other important ways, including having special aptitudes and skills that would account for the establishment of their new social linkages. No important differences were found, with the possible exception that low meeting attenders hadtion or phase of bereavement.
